Excavation
Taramsa Hill, near Qena in Upper Egypt, is an isolated landform, situated some 2.5 km southeast of the Dandara temple (26"6'N 32'42'E) (FIGURE 1). The hill is capped with a 4-m thick cobble deposit. Excavations have been carried out at the site, called Taramsa 1, since 1989 (Vermeersch et al. 1995) .
The site was used for systematic quarrying of chert cobbles, as demonstrated by numerous pits and trenches. On the basis of both typology and stratigraphy, multiple quarrying phases fall into three main extraction periods, of early, mid and late Middle Palaeolithic respectively (Vermeersch in press). The early Middle Palaeolithic is characterized by the presence of handaxes, foliates and Nubian point and flake Levallois methods. In stratigraphically superimposed assemblages, assigned to the mid Middle Palaeolithic, foliates and handaxes are lacking but the Nubian point and flake Levallois methods continue to be represented. The latest assemblages, established through stratigraphical observations, do not contain Nubian point Levallois methods but they are characterized by a Levallois reduction system that is transitional to the systematic production of blades. In these late Middle Palaeolithic assemblages we are confronted with a changing Levallois production, not unlike the transitional assemblages known in the Negev (Marks 1976-83) .
During a visit to the site, while surveying the Taramsa area for other extraction sites in March 1994, a heavily weathered skull was discovered in a collapsing ancient trench section (FIGURE 2 ) . We decided to excavate the find immediately in order to prevent it from being destroyed further. During the excavation, other skeletal components in their anatomical position were discovered (FIGURE 3).
The skeleton (apparently a child) was poorly preserved and very fragile, and we decided to consolidate the sediments round it. In this way we were able to preserve the skull, which is now embedded in consolidated sands. The clavicle, scapula and the vertebral column were so completely weathered that they could not be recovered. Some traces of ribs could be observed in the chest region but they were unrecoverable. No bones from the pelvis, or from its hands or feet, were found. Only the shafts of the long bones were more or less preserved. Even after a careful conservation attempt, most bone shafts collapsed during recovery. The skeleton was leaning backwards in a seated position, oriented towards the east, with the head oriented skywards, resting upon a sand bed containing fewer cobbles. The legs were bent to the left in a pronounced contracted position. The left arm was also bent, resting upon the pelvis. The right arm was stretched down behind the back of the skeleton.
During the excavation full attention has been paid to all observations that could exclude or confirm the possibility that the burial was an intrusion into older deposits. All our observations point firmly to the conclusion that the skeleton is contemporaneous with the surround- 
Context
The skeleton (discovered in square 12N16W) (FIGURE 4) was sitting on a 10-cm layer of ex- traction debris, leaning against the unexploited terrace cobbles. It was surrounded by extraction dump deposits of gravelly sand, mixed with numerous artefacts, Nubian and classical Levallois cores, single platform cores, Levallois flakes and large numbers of blades, flakes and chips, all characteristic of the mid Middle and late Middle Palaeolithic (FIGURE 5). There are, however, no arguments to consider them grave goods associated with the burial. From the seated position of the skeleton and its dump environment, an intentional burial can be assumed. The body was simply laid down against the side of the extraction pit and covered up by the dumped material. Because of its shallow position, deposited at a depth of no more than 1 m below surface, we exclude the possibility that the person had died by accident due to the collapse of the pit walls. A Pleistocene age for the burial can be deduced because the skeleton was sealed by an aridisol that had formed during the more humid phase of the Holocene (from 9500 up to 6000 years ago in this area). This aridisol uniformly follows the actual surface, affecting in a similar way the surface above and around the burial.
The decisive argument for the burial occurring during the late Middle Palaeolithic extraction activities is the observation that the skeleton was sealed by an undisturbed layer of extracted cobbles, which dips towards the undisturbed terrace deposits on the west (FIGLJRE 2). Stratigraphically, this cobble layer is covered by dump deposits of another Middle Palaeolithic extraction pit. Moreover, no extraction activities from a period later than the late Middle Palaeolithic have been discovered at Taramsa Hill during our very extensive excavations. The presence of late Middle Palaeolithic artefacts, associated with a majority of mid Middle Palaeolithic ones, in the deposits surrounding the skeleton, suggests an association with the late Middle Palaeolithic.
The skeleton is currently stored in Egypt, whilst a request for study loan of the skeleton has been under consideration since 1994. Un-fortunately, due to administrative problems, no permit to export the skeleton has yet been granted. We fear that the very fragile bones will suffer a great deal from not being treated and consolidated in an adequate way.
Although the skeleton requires much more research, we consider it a necessity to let the scientific community know of this very early African burial.
0% dating
In an attempt to date the extraction activities at Taramsa 1, one of us (SS) has used optical dating (Huntley et al. 1985; Smith et al. 1986) on the aeolian sands. Details of the technique and its application to Middle Palaeolithic chert mining sites in the Nile Valley will be discussed in a forthcoming article. The key factors which make the techniques applicable relate both to the aeolian nature of the infill materials and the inferred rapid (effectively instantaneous) infilling of the excavation trenches. The method has demonstrated its ability to date the last Interglacial and more recent periods in close agreement with high precision uranium series and amino acid racemization age estimates in arid areas in the adjacent Western Desert (Stokes 1993) .
Samples of the aeolian infill were collected for optical dating. This material covers the extraction pits and the dump containing numerous artefact concentrations and thus provides a terminus ante quem for the artefacts sealed beneath it. Furthermore, the pits were used for knapping when already partly filled by dumped material and aeolian sand, and the aeolian infill The optical dating was carried out on 90-150-pm quartz grains extracted from the sediment samples and environmental dosimetry was undertaken via a combination of in situ and laboratory-based methods (TABLE 1) . Samples for optical dating were collected by hammering 500 cm3 light-proof PVC cylinders horizontally into the vertical walls of freshly cleaned exposures. All samples were processed under subdued red light. Each was wet-sieved (retaining 90-150-pm size fraction) and immersed for two days in 1N HC1, followed by a two-day immersion in H,O,. Heavy minerals (p > 2.72 g cm--') were separated by magnetic and heavy liquid (sodium polytungstate) methods, the remaining light minerals etched with 48% HF (60 minutes) and 35% H2SiF6 (4 days), and resieved at 75 pm. The quartz separates were mounted as monolayers (c. 5 mg per disc) on to 10-mm diameter stainless steel discs using silicone spray adhesive. Palaeodoses were calculated using the multiple aliquot additive dose method (Aitken 1985) . Aliquots were exposed to an argon laser (Coherent 2W, h = 514.5 nm, power at sample = c. 40 mW.cm-'), OSL emissions detected using a Philips 9635Q PMT filtered by BG-39 and Corning 7-51 glass filters. Two separate analyses were undertaken using both 220°C (5 minutes) and 160°C (16 hours) pre-heat procedures. Final palaeodose estimates are based on the naturally normalized (Stokes 1994) optically-stimulated luminescence (OSL) emission from a 3 J.cm-' laser exposure and are weighted averages of the two independent analyses. Sample splits for dose rate determinations were crushed and homogenized by ring milling for 1 hour. K, U and Th concentrations for samples 793/1-3 were estimated via thick source alpha counting and flame photometry (Stokes 1994) . The isotopes of interest for all other samples were measured using neutron activation analysis and field gamma spectrometry. These estimates were converted to the beta and g a m m a dose rates respectively. Saturation moisture content (W) was estimated at 0.4, and the estimated average moisture content over the burial period (F) as 0.125. The cosmic ray dose rate contribution was estimated via in situ gamma ray spectrometry. The calculated dates incorporate random and systematic errors (Aitken 1985) , and are quoted to k 1 standard deviation.
The late Middle Palaeolithic, to which the burial and the skeleton are associated, has provided several OSL dates (cf. TABLE I ) , ranging from 49.8 up to 80.4 ka BP. A weighted average of all available dates for this extraction period gives a date of 55.5k3.7 ka BP. In the absence of a date on the skeleton itself, we accept this date as the best current estimation for the age of the skeleton.
Anthropological observations
A first attempt to determine the individual's age at death, as well as a rough approximation of the systematic position of the individual within the known North African and Levantine fossil records has been proposed by one of us (CC) based only on the photographic documentation from 1994. The teeth are quite large and seem to be aligned in four rows in the jaws (FIG-URE 6 ). On the photographs, the dental area occupies an important part of the total projected surface of the head. By comparison, the braincase looks gracile. This contrast is strongly reminiscent of the young adult female Qafzeh 9 (Vandermeersch 1981) .
The buccal surface of the crowns is strongly convex. This is especially true for the huge upper permanent canine, the deciduous canines and premolars, less so for the permanent lower incisors. The first upper permanent molar (MI) and the second upper deciduous premolar (p') show a transverse bulging at the base of their crowns (buccal surface), which is reminiscent of a cingulum (FIGURE 6). The dentition could indicate an age range of 8-10 years by present standards ( Smith 1991; Ubelaker 1978) . The apparentl absolute dimensions of the teeth would place the child of Taramsa close to the human remains from TBmara, Dar-es-Soltan, Mugharat el-Aliya and Jebel Irhoud (Vallois & Roche 1958; Vallois 1951; Ennouchi 1962a; 1962b; Hublin & Tillier 1981) . The 'small-toothed' Upper and Epipalaeolithic people from Afalou, Taforalt, Nazlet Khater, Gebel Sahaba, Wadi Halfa and the European Upper Palaeolithic would cluster apart, as a distinct group (Arambourg et al. 1934; Ferembach 1962; Thoma 1984; Anderson 1968; Greene & Armelagos 1972; Hublin & Tillier 1981) . The early modern humans from the Levant show much variability in respect of tooth dimensions (McCown & Keith 1939; Vandermeersch 1981; Hublin & Tillier 1981; Tillier 1979; .
Although the skeleton is very fragile, and the mandible has almost totally disappeared, teeth and tooth fragments remain in position, mixed with sand, and still retain the original shape of the jaw: it seems to be parabolic.
The skeleton appears to belong to an anatomically modern child. This is particularly evident from the morphology of the frontal bone which shows none of the recession or supraorbital development which would be expected in immature archaic humans at this developmental stage. Many features seem to be close to those of the robust Epipalaeolithic populations of North-Africa ('Mechtoids') but also to those of the early anatomically modern humans of the Levant. The slenderness of the long bones, the rounding of the forehead and of the occipital region, the pentagonoid shape of the skull in occipital view and certain details of the orhits and their surroundings are undoubtedly anatomically modern features. On the other hand, the relatively large and apparently prognathic face may set this child closer to the more primitive forms of Jebel Irhoud, rather than the above-mentioned Mechtoid populations. Further comparisons with subsaharan Africa are necessary. On the basis of this preliminary assessment, an attempt to place this skeleton in a precise phylogenetic position would he dangerous. The fact that the skeleton belongs to a child who had not yet developed all the characteristics of an adult individual invites caution. Fur- ther study will be carried out on the surviving fragments after conservation and preparation. The most striking feature of the post-cranial skeleton -also recognizable on the photographs -is the medio-lateral (or better the antero-lateral/postero-medial) flattening of the humerus shaft. This feature has long been considered as apomorphic for Neanderthal juveniles. However, comparison Vermeersch et al. 1984a; 1984b) . The Taramsa skeleton is relevant to the issue of the origin of anatomically modern humans. It should be remembered that, in Western Europe, Neanderthals were still present around 32,000 years ago. For Africa, north of the equator, the burial of the Taramsa child is probably the oldest grave known so far. Even for Africa in general, there is only disputed evidence of burials older than this (e.g. Border Cave (Volman 1984) ).
